Bone remodeling after joint replacement surgery is a well-known consequence of bone trauma, immobilization, and redistribution of the mechanical loading after joint arthroplasty surgery (Bohr and Lund [@CIT0006], Järvinen and Kannus [@CIT0011], Soininvaara et al. [@CIT0020], Andersen et al. [@CIT0003]). After total knee arthroplasty (TKA) bone remodeling occurs in both the proximal tibia and distal femur. Most studies have found TKA to result in a decrease in bone mineral density (BMD) of the tibia and femur (Bohr and Lund [@CIT0006], Levitz et al. [@CIT0012], Petersen et al. [@CIT0015], [@CIT0017], Soininvaara et al. [@CIT0021]).

The long-term fixation of uncemented tibial components relies on bone ingrowth. The decrease in BMD of the bone is clinically important as BMD is directly related to the breaking strength of the bone (Hansson et al. [@CIT0009], Hvid et al. [@CIT0010], Petersen et al. [@CIT0016]), hence increasing the risk for complications such as periprosthetic fractures; also, the bone loss complicates revisions of the tibial components, and most importantly is related to a high degree of migration and possibly aseptic loosening (Andersen et al. [@CIT0002]).

In this study we investigated the bone remodeling of the proximal tibia after implantation of the Trabecular Metal Technology (TMT) Zimmer Nexgen (Zimmer Biomet, Warsaw, IN, USA), which has a porous tantalum surface. Porous implant surfaces enhance bone ingrowth at the bone--implant interface (Bobyn et al. [@CIT0004], [@CIT0005], Engh et al. [@CIT0007], [@CIT0008]).

In the monoblock implant design the polyethylene is compression-molded directly onto the trabecular metal back. This design in theory eliminates backside wear of the polyethylene.

Besides eliminating backside wear the monoblock design also gives the component mechanical properties very similar to those of cancellous bone in terms of low stiffness and high resistance to compressive stress. The modular tibial component is designed with a titanium plate molded on top of the tantalum trabecular metal in order to create a locking mechanism for the polyethylene (Andersen et al. [@CIT0001]). This allows the surgeon to change only the polyethylene but can lead to backside wear of the polyethylene. Molding a titanium plate on top of the trabecular metal back, however, makes the modular component stiffer than the monoblock component. These differences in mechanical properties and polyethylene wear could affect the bone remodeling of the tibia (Engh et al. [@CIT0007], Bobyn et al. [@CIT0005]).

In this this study we quantify the adaptive bone remodeling of the proximal tibia after uncemented TKA using dual X-ray absorptiometry (DEXA) in a prospective randomized setting comparing monoblock versus modular tibia component design. The bone remodeling of the tibia was a secondary endpoint in a previously published RSA study designed to investigate the migration of uncemented tibia components (Andersen et al. [@CIT0001]). The randomized RSA study found lower migration of the monoblock group compared with the modular group; however, both implants followed the expected migration pattern of cementless implants, that is high initial migration followed by stabilization from 6 to 24 months postoperatively.

Patients and methods {#s0002}
====================

Patients and implants {#s0003}
---------------------

75 patients scheduled for TKA surgery with a cruciate-retaining TKA because of osteoarthritis were included in a prospective randomized clinical trial with 2 years of follow-up. All patients included were under 70 years of age at the date of the operation, and suffered no bone-related diseases other than osteoarthritis. The patients were randomized to receive the monoblock or modular polyethylene design version of the Cruciate Retaining Trabecular Metal Technology Nexgen tibial component (Andersen et al. [@CIT0001]). The femur components used in all patients were the cruciate-retaining, uncemented titanium Zimmer Nexgen Flex, and all patients had a cemented Nexgen all poly patella component.

The cohort of 53 patients, 26 with monoblock, 27 with modular, included and followed in this study are identical to those of the RSA study previously published and a flowchart and demographics table are included in that publication (Andersen et al. [@CIT0001]). The 2 groups of patients were comparable in all preoperative demographics, and substantial and similar improvements in clinical results were seen in both groups.

DEXA scans {#s0004}
----------

The DEXA scans were done using a Norland XR-46 bone densitometer (Norland Corp., Fort Atkinson, WI, USA). We used customized software with an adjustable threshold for metal exclusion allowing BMD measurements of the bone adjacent to the implants. Scan speed was set at 45 mm/sec, and a pixel size of 0.5 Ч 0.5 mm. The proximal tibias were scanned in the coronal plane with patients in a standardized supine position, with the knee extended and lower limb slightly internally rotated to avoid tibia--fibula overlay. We also measured BMD of the distal tibia and fibula 1 cm above the ankle joint in all patients in the operated and non-operated limbs. All DEXA scans were performed by an experienced laboratory technician. Patients were scanned postoperatively within 1 week and with follow-ups after 3, 6, 12, and 24 months.

On the computerized scan images, we created 3 regions of interest (ROI) in which we measured the periprosthetic BMD changes over time ([Figure 1](#F0001){ref-type="fig"}). ROI 1 is a 4 cm long region ranging in width from the medial side of the tibia to the center of the tibia component. ROI 2 is a 4 cm long region stretching from the lateral side of the tibia to the center of the tibia component. ROI 3 is a 2 cm long region located distally to ROI 1 and ROI 2 stretching the entire width of the tibia ([Figure 1](#F0001){ref-type="fig"}).

![DEXA scan of the tibia in the anterior--posterior projection with the three regions of interest. ROI 1: Periprosthetic tibial bone from the center of prosthesis to medial edge of the proximal tibia, length 4 cm. ROI 2: Periprosthetic tibial bone from the center of the prosthesis to the lateral edge of the tibia, length 4 cm. ROI 3: Full width of the tibia distal to ROI 1 and RO 2, length 2 cm.](IORT_A_1637178_F0001_C){#F0001}

DEXA scans were also performed at the ankles, where we created ROI 4 located 1 cm above the ankle joint including both the tibia and the fibula with a length of 2 cm. The ankle bone mineral is reported as bone mineral content (BMC) in grams. We chose BMC because it is more accurate and reproducible than measuring BMD at the ankles due to the patient variation in tibia--fibula overlay ([Figure 1](#F0001){ref-type="fig"}). This problem is not relevant in the proximal tibia measurements.

Precision error of the tibia BMD measurements was calculated by double DEXA scans of 23 knees and expressed as the mean coefficient of variation (CV). Patients were asked to step off the DEXA scanner, wait for 5 minutes and were then replaced in the standardized supine position and the DEXA scan repeated.

Statistics {#s0005}
----------

The minimal relevant difference in BMD changes for this study was set at 7.5%. A previous study of BMD changes in the proximal tibia after uncemented TKA has found an SD of 7.5% (Petersen et al. [@CIT0015]). Calculating the sample size (type I error = 5% and type II error = 15%) we found a sample size of 20 in each group. Since the patients included in this study also participated in an RSA study (Andersen et al. [@CIT0001]) requiring 30 patients per group, we also included 30 patients per group for this study, leaving room for dropouts during the 2-year follow-up period.

The BMD data in both groups could be considered normally distributed. We used the unpaired t-test to test for differences in BMD changes over time between the groups after 24 months, and repeated measures ANOVA for BMD change over time within the groups. Statistical analyses were done using the SPSS 21.0 software (IBM Corp., Armonk NY, USA). P-values below 0.05 were considered significant.
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Results {#s0007}
=======

A table with the clinical outcome scores, and preoperative parameters including preoperative knee alignment, has previously been published (Andersen et al. [@CIT0001]).

The precision expressed as mean (SD) CV of the tibia BMD measurements was 2.9% (2.5%), 2.1% (1.9), and 0.2% (0.2) for respectively ROI 1, ROI 2, and ROI 3.

In the medial region (ROI 1) we found an increase in BMD in the modular group of 3.7% during the first 3 months, whereas in the monoblock group BMD decreased by 1.3%. After the first 3 months the BMD in ROI 1 of both groups decreased and did so for the rest of the 24 months' follow-up period. In the monoblock group the BMD decreased by 4.7%, 9.4%, and 15% in ROI 1 after 6, 12, and 24 months, respectively (Table, see [Supplementary data](https://doi.org/10.1080/17453674.2019.1637178), [Figure 2](#F0002){ref-type="fig"}). In the modular group the BMD decreased slowly from 3 to 24 months, when it was close to the postoperative level. When comparing the changes in BMD between the two groups in ROI 1 during the 24 months of follow-up, we found a statistically significant larger BMD decrease in the monoblock group at 24 months of follow-up (p = 0.03).

![Change in bone mineral density (BMD \[SE\]) in ROI 1, ROI 2, and ROI 3 of the proximal tibia.](IORT_A_1637178_F0002_C){#F0002}

In the lateral region (ROI 2) we also found a BMD decrease in the monoblock group over the 24 months' follow-up period. After 24 months, the BMD of the monoblock group had decreased to 13% below the postoperative value, while in the modular group only limited insignificant changes were seen at 24 months of follow-up, where BMD was almost on the same level as immediately after the operation. However, as in ROI 1, we found a 6-month increase in the modular group BMD of ROI 2, followed by a slow decrease towards 24 months. When comparing the changes in BMD between the groups in ROI 2 at the 24 months' follow-up, we found a statistically significant (p = 0.02) difference.

In the distal region (ROI 3) the BMD changes in the 2 groups were very limited and statistically insignificant. Furthermore, we found no significant differences between the 2 study groups.

The BMC of the ankles was measured in both the operated and non-operated limbs. In general, we found only small non-significant changes in BMC of the ankles. There was no significant difference between the two groups regarding BMD changes of the ankle at any time during the follow-up.

Discussion {#s0008}
==========

To our knowledge, there are no previous studies of bone remodeling of the proximal tibia after uncemented TKA with the modular trabecular metal tibia component. Also, there are no previous studies of tibia bone remodeling comparing the modular versus monoblock design in uncemented TKA.

A limitation of this study is that the bone mineral data were collected as a secondary endpoint to the primary RSA study. The study is therefore considered exploratory, investigating whether the difference in mechanical properties and polyethylene wear of the monoblock and modular tibia tray designs has an effect on the bone remodeling of the proximal tibia.

The BMD change in our study was not equally distributed in the 2 groups. The monoblock group decreased 15% in ROI 1, 13% in ROI 2, and 3.5% in ROI 3. In contrast, the BMD of the modular group was almost identical to the postoperative value after 2 years.

Previous studies of bone remodeling of the proximal tibia after TKA with uncemented tibial components have found quite varying results. Petersen et al. ([@CIT0015]) found a decrease of 22% after 3 years. Levitz et al. ([@CIT0012]) found a 5% decrease per year (36% at 8 years), and Regnér et al. ([@CIT0018]) 26% at 5 years. Conversely Petersen et al. ([@CIT0016]) found an increase of 6.1% in the lateral tibia after two years. Winther et al. ([@CIT0022]) also reported a small 24 months' increase in BMD after uncemented TKA in the periprosthetic tibia-bone regions of 1.3%--5.5% in 57 subjects.

Minoda et al. ([@CIT0014]) performed a study using the same uncemented monoblock component as in the present study and compared it with a cemented tibia implant. They defined ROIs that were similar to ours. They found BMD changes of --41%, --12%, and --4% in the regions corresponding to our ROI 1, ROI 2, and ROI 3 respectively after 5 years. To our knowledge there are no previous bone remodeling studies of the modular component.

The BMD of proximal ROI1 and RIO2 of the modular group increased during the first 6 months. A possible explanation for this could be the result of a larger average realignment correction in the modular group. Tables presenting preoperative demographics and clinical parameters including pre- and postoperative alignment were presented in our previous publication (Andersen et al. [@CIT0001]). The altered weight transfer after realignment to a more physiologic alignment with altered mechanical loading of the proximal tibia postoperatively could explain the initial increase in ROI 1 and ROI 2. This temporary increase as an effect of realignment in TKA has previously been reported (Bohr and Lund [@CIT0006], Soininvaara et al. [@CIT0020]). Patients with knee arthrosis are known to have a higher BMD of the proximal tibia than in healthy knees and part of the postoperative bone loss could represent a return to normal (Madsen et al. [@CIT0013]). This could also explain part of the difference between our groups as the postoperative BMD of ROI 1 of the monoblock group was 8% above the modular group (0.93 g/cm^2^ versus 0.87 g/cm^2^) and 5% above the modular group in ROI 2 (0.98 g/cm^2^ versus 0.95 g/cm^2^). In ROI 3 the 2 groups had identical average postoperative BMD values of 1.3 g/cm^2^. The result that stands out most when comparing our results with previously reported results is the lack of bone loss in the modular group during the 2-year follow-up. We believe that the best explanation for this is the above-mentioned lower average starting point BMD and the larger shift in mechanical loading due to realignment, rather than mechanical properties specific to the modular design; if the follow-up period had been longer, the BMD graphs for the modular group probably would continue to decline at a rate similar to that of the monoblock group.

The difference in BMD change between the groups did not reflect different knee function of the subjects, and our previous publication (Andersen et al. [@CIT0001]) documented a good clinical outcome in both groups concerning Knee Society Scores and life quality and we found no statistically significant difference between the groups for these parameters.

We also performed BMD measurements of the distal tibia at the ankles in all patients to ensure that the BMD change in the proximal tibia was a true local response to the operation and tibial component implantation and not an overall decrease in skeletal BMD or a result of immobilization of the operated limb. The BMD changes of the ankles were statistically insignificant and smaller than BMD changes of the proximal tibia, indicating that the significant BMD change of the ROIs in the proximal tibia was largely a true local response to the TKA surgery. However, they tended to follow the same pattern with a decrease in BMD in the monoblock group of both the operated and non-operated limbs, whereas in the modular group the BMD increased during the follow-up period (data not shown).

The initial BMD increase in the modular group was followed by a slow decrease in BMD over the next 18 months with a slope similar to that of the monoblock group, indicating that a longer follow-up period would also have resulted in negative BMD changes in the modular group. The BMD of all the 3 ROIs in all subjects in this study decreased at a rate of 3.4% per year. This result corresponds relatively well to the 26% 5-year decrease in the study by Regnér et al. ([@CIT0018]), and the 40% 8-year decrease seen in the study by Levitz et al. ([@CIT0012]).

From the RSA study of these patients we knew that the flexible monoblock component migrated statistically significantly less than the rigid modular component, which led us to hypothesize that we would find less bone loss in the monoblock group. We attributed the lower migration of the monoblock component to better mechanical properties and reduced backside wear and expected the superior fixation to result in a lower degree of bone loss. However, our findings indicate that this hypothesis was false. It is likely that other parameters than the degree of implant fixation have a greater effect on bone remodeling of the tibia; an example of such factors could be weight-transfer shifts after knee realignment and differences in preoperative level of BMD. Studies of distal femur bone remodeling after TKA support this notion, as the posterior shift in weight transfer and the absence of patellar pressure after TKA are believed to explain the large difference in bone loss anteriorly and posteriorly in the distal femur (Soininvaara et al. [@CIT0021]), Andersen et al. [@CIT0003]). Though we did not find the expected relation between implant design and bone remodeling we do consider investigating such relations important becauses the bone loss of the tibia is clinically important as BMD is directly related to the breaking strength of the bone and complicates revision surgery (Hansson et al. [@CIT0009], Hvid et al. [@CIT0010], Petersen et al. [@CIT0016]). We considered a minimal difference of 7.5% BMD change between the groups to be clinically significant. We conclude that we did find a clinically relevant difference in the amount of bone loss in ROI 1 and ROI 2 over the 2-year follow-up, when compared with an expected bone loss of 1--2% in the general population during a 2-year period, but the difference probably should not be attributed to the mechanical properties of the tibial implants as hypothesized. A TKA is expected to last at least a 15-year period during which the BMD of the proximal tibia could be expected to decrease by approximately 50--80% assuming the BMD loss continues over longer periods at the reported rates. Such loss of tibia bone quality could result in serious complications such as implant loosening and periprosthetic fractures, and provide surgical difficulties in TKA revisions. As TKA patients become younger, poor tibia bone quality could represent an increasing problem in future revision arthroplasty surgery.
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